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Forgotten health providers are key to healing patients and budgets 
 
A new report released today has revealed that Australians with three common health conditions – 
stroke, diabetes and osteoarthritis – could avoid surgery or recover more quickly if they had access to 
multidisciplinary teams of health professionals. 
 
The report, conducted for Services for Australian Rural and Remote Allied Health (SARRAH) by Australian 
National University Masters student Virginia Decourcy, found that common surgeries including hip and 
knee replacements and diabetic limb amputations could be avoided if patients were seen by allied health 
providers including physiotherapists, dietitians and podiatrists. 
 
It found that thousands of hospital beds could be freed up if patients recovering from surgery were given 
access to specialist allied health providers, who were shown in the report to reduce hospitalisation by as 
much as 30 days. Key findings were: 
 

 Specialist treatment from podiatrists decreased diabetic limb amputations by 64% and 
prevented average length of stay in hospital by 24% under the Queensland Diabetic Foot 
Innovation Project. 

 A podiatry clinic run in Queensland hospitals between 2009 and 2010 resulted in a 49.7% 
reduction in the non-urgent waiting list for orthopaedic foot surgery. 

 A review of eight trials involving 2,241 diabetic participants in exercise and diet interventions 
delivered by dietitians, physiotherapists and exercise physiologists found the incidence of 
diabetes was reduced by 37% compared with 2,509 others receiving standard diabetic care. 

 A multidisciplinary team comprising a physiotherapist, occupational therapist, dietitian, 
orthotist, social worker and rheumatologist, who manage patients with osteoarthritis at a 
Sydney hospital, provided interventions so effective that 15% of patients were removed from the 
waiting list for joint replacement surgery. 

 Physiotherapists who triaged patients on the wait list for joint replacement surgery at the Alfred 
Hospital in Melbourne removed so many from the list that the waiting period fell from 18 to 3 
months. 

 Stroke care with a focus on speech pathology in the Illawarra area of NSW prevented 45 
emergency department presentations, 49 hospital admissions, 188 re-admissions and saved 
2,808 bed days.  

 
The report also included a survey of health providers, who nominated the key benefits of allied health 
interventions as: 
 

 47% of respondents who treat diabetic patients nominated patient education delivered by 
podiatrists, physiotherapists, dietitians and others as the most cost-effective management. 
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 Non-surgical treatment of osteoarthritis patients was seen as benefiting patients by decreasing 
their risks from surgery, reducing their costs, improving overall function and mobility, shorter 
recovery periods and less emotional strain. 

 Enhancing patient function and independence after stroke, which also leads to better mental 
health, was seen as the key advantage of using physiotherapists, occupational therapists and 
speech pathologists for stroke patients. Speech pathology to improve swallowing can also 
prevent malnutrition and dehydration – two common complications of stroke. 

 
SARRAH CEO Rod Wellington said the report had an important message for governments in how to 
devise more cost-effective models of care that also put patients’ wellbeing first. 
 
“This report, the first of its kind in Australia, has demonstrated the huge cost savings and patient 
benefits that Australia could achieve by using multidisciplinary teams to treat three of the nation’s main 
health conditions – stroke, diabetes and arthritis,” he said. 
 
“It exposes the myth that allied health is an optional extra in health care. 
 
“For too long, Australia has been relying on a system that is not the most cost-effective. 
 
“We now have the evidence to show that allied health must be included as part of the team of health 
professionals who can share in providing high quality patient care while keeping Australia’s health 
expenditure on a more sustainable footing.” 
 
SARRAH plans to share the findings with state and federal governments to press for policies and funding 
models that enable greater access to cost effective allied health professional services. 
 
A link to the report is: 

https://sarrah.org.au/sites/default/files/docs/investigating_the_efficacy_of_allied_health_reducing_cost
s_and_improving_outcomes_-_final_report.pdf 
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Allied health professions include: audiology, chiropractics, dental and oral health, dietetics and nutrition, 
diabetes education, exercise physiology, genetic counselling, health promotion, medical radiation science, 
occupational therapy, optometry, osteopathy, paramedic practice, physiotherapy, podiatry, prosthetics 
and orthotics, psychology, social work, speech pathology, sonography. 
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